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1. Introduction 
Leisure Studies emerged as a social science subject field in the nineteen-seventies, but this was 
not the beginning of a sociology of leisure. Peter Burke, for example, observed a sociology of lei-
sure to have existed in the nineteen-fifties (Burke, 1995), and as Ken Roberts (2016) has pointed 
out, all sociology’s big theories have offered critical perspectives on leisure. Thorstein Veblen's 
Theory of the Leisure Class was recognized as a sociological text over a century ago (Veblen, 
1899) and numerous sociological analyses of leisure were published in the inter-war period (Snape 
and Pussard, 2013), notable American examples being Lundberg, Komarovsky and McInerny’s 
(1934) Leisure: A Suburban Study and the Neumeyers’ (1936) study of the sociological aspects of 
leisure. In Britain, Cecil Delisle Burns' (1932) Leisure in the Modern World and Henry Durant’s 
(1938) The Problem of Leisure added to an expanding sociological discourse of leisure while after 
the Second World War Rowntree and Lavers' (1951) survey of leisure in England blended sociol-
ogy with anthropology in an in-depth study of leisure in High Wycombe. A loosely-formed sociology 
of leisure had thus developed since the late nineteenth century but remained largely overlooked in 
the new wave of sociological interest in leisure instigated by the founding of the Leisure Studies 
Association. Moreover, it was not until 1970 that the sociology of leisure was formally recognized 
when it was adopted as the International Sociological Association’s Research Committee 13 (Rob-
erts, 2013). As there is little agreement on when sociology became established as a discipline 
there is inevitably confusion as to when a sociology of leisure might be said to have formed. It is 
however possible to trace the origins of a sociology of leisure in the historical formation of sociol-
ogy itself. This paper adopts the social survey as a lens through which to explore the evolution of a 
sociology of leisure. It does not claim to be comprehensive and neither does it deny the importance 
of other sources of influence, but aims to demonstrate how sociological meanings of leisure were 
formed through the growth of the social survey as a tool for planning and practice in movements 
for social betterment.  
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     Robert Stebbins (2018) has commented that leisure became a sub-disciplinary sociological field 
in the contexts of work, socialization and consumerism and the growth of the social survey gives 
insight to the formation of a sociology of leisure based upon this pattern. The social survey has his-
torically been a means of collecting data on groups of people, ranging from housing estate popula-
tions to entire nations. Although not all surveys have been sociological, nearly all yield data of soci-
ological utility. In Great Britain and the United States of America the systematic social survey 
evolved with the expansion of the social sciences in the late nineteenth-century (Bulmer et al., 
1991, xvii). The social survey became crucial to the credibility of sociology in both Britain and the 
United States. Sociological theory and practice preceded the establishment of the Sociological So-
ciety in 1903 and the American Sociological Society in 1905 as is evident in the community sur-
veys undertaken within the settlement movement in the late nineteenth century (Lengermann and 
Niebrugge, 2007). Social settlements were founded in both Britain and America as an innovative 
form of social work in which educated and mainly middle-class people established residential cen-
tres in poor urban communities, providing education, administering relief and encouraging the posi-
tive use of leisure. Leisure was important to settlements as an initial sphere of contact with those 
they sought to help and also as a field for training in the skills of social citizenship. By the inter-war 
period the objects of a social survey had expanded to include sociological explorations of the 
changes in the base of society and in social attitudes and institutions (Wells,1936), typified by the 
New Survey of London Life and Labour (Smith, 1935) and the Lynds’ (1929) Middletown study, 
both of which both included substantial sections on leisure. Small scale local surveys of leisure, by 
contrast, explored the sociological functions of leisure with investigations of the practical organiza-
tion of leisure through civic bodies and voluntary action. The following section offers a brief over-
view of early surveys of leisure in Great Britain and North America. Later sections review the adop-
tion of leisure in inter-war surveys conducted by academic institutions and those undertaken to 
gauge the function of leisure as source of social capital. 
 
2. Leisure in Social Work and the Social Survey before 1914 
Leisure, as John Kelly (1992) noted, was shaped in both form and meaning by the shift from an 
agrarian to an industrial and urban society. The origins of a modern social documentation of leisure 
3 
29 May 2019 
lie in the surveillance of popular culture in early nineteenth-century Britain. Documentary reporting 
typically articulated drunkenness, violence, immoral pursuits and political radicalism as social prob-
lems associated with working-class leisure. To Peter Gaskell (1836), for example, the factory-em-
ployed working-class resembled a ‘slumbering volcano', finding its amusement in radical newspa-
pers and political clubs, while Friedrich Engels (1892), visiting Manchester in 1844, found drunken-
ness and sexual license to distinguish the working-class as a 'race wholly apart from the English 
bourgeoisie'. These and similar reports (Cooke Taylor, 1842; Faucher, 1844) brought leisure into 
policy discourse, with parliamentary select committees investigating leisure practice, identifying 
problems and recommending legislative intervention. The 1833 committee on public walks, for ex-
ample, noted the need for socially constructive forms of recreation to replace the popular amuse-
ments, wakes and fairs that had been abolished for their perceived immorality (Great Britain, 
1833). In keeping with the dominant contemporary social philosophy, parliamentary investigations 
were inherently utilitarian (Bulmer et al.1991: 11-12), recommending intervention in popular leisure 
not as a common good but for the regulation of social and moral behaviour. 
     Social theorisations of leisure were instigated by the expansion of the social sciences in the late 
nineteenth century (Snape, 2018). In both Britain and America the growth of a progressive and 
positivist approach to social, and especially urban problems (Lengermann and Niebrugge, 2007), 
brought leisure within the ambit of an embryonic sociology. Sociology at this time was not simply 
an academic interest but a field of practical action and social change (Blasi, 2005: 1); in Scott and 
Bromley's terms (2013: 12) it was an integral aspect of the "visions of social reconstruction" of re-
formers concerned with education and participation in the civic life of the community.  As Craig 
Calhoun (2007) has noted, ‘survey’ at this stage did not imply systematic sampling but an overview 
of social conditions with an emphasis on political intervention rather than scientific advance. An ex-
ample would be Charles Booth’s survey of London, undertaken in the belief that the more convinc-
ing the information a survey presented, the greater the likelihood that policy uses would be made 
of it (Booth, 1902: 92). By recording individual and social data on leisure, Booth demonstrated that 
like work, leisure was an element of economic life.  Leisure thus became associated with inequality 
in terms of time and money. Booth (1902: 48-9) saw in the nascent settlement movement, pio-
neered in Britain by Toynbee Hall and Oxford House, an effective form of social work which 
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brought culture to the poorest people. Surveys of cities enabled the mapping of poverty; the social 
reformer Helen Bosanquet (1914: 187) recorded how Booth's identification of "black spots" of dep-
rivation enabled social work to focus on specific communities. For example, Booth (1902) noted 
how Bank Holidays led not only to drunkenness and reductions in economic productivity but also to 
an increase in the birth of illegitimate children. At the same time poverty was becoming increas-
ingly prevalent in communities from which the better-off classes were moving to a new suburban 
environment of parks, libraries and concert halls. Surveys thus produced geographies of leisure 
which showed the poorest communities to be those least likely to enjoy high levels of positive lei-
sure and most likely to demonstrate higher levels of drunkenness and pre-marital sex. Through so-
cio-economic variables such as employment, income, age and gender, leisure patterns could be 
interpreted with more finely nuanced sociological insight. Rowntree's survey of York, for example, 
followed Booth's approach but found material poverty was not the only obstacle to a socially posi-
tive use of leisure as lack of education limited even the relatively prosperous Class D to the public 
house, betting and spectator sport (Rowntree, 1901: 76).  
     In America the sociology of leisure owed much to the British social survey’s connections to so-
cial reform (DeVault, 2007).  As Jane Addams, founder of Chicago's Hull House settlement noted, 
parliamentary and documentary studies of English urban conditions had provided British reforming 
movements with a body of evidence that was not replicated in the United States (Addams, 1911: 
292). In both Britain and North America social surveys articulated their aims in terms of social citi-
zenship, often seeking to identify populations with low levels of civic engagement. As John Dewey 
(1916: 141) advocated, such populations could then be educated, by both formal and informal 
means, in the utilization of leisure for the democratic enjoyment of art and the development of a 
capacity for recreation. To Carol Aronovici, Director of the Bureau for Social Research in Philadel-
phia, sociology was the science of society and the survey a manifestation of a belief that democ-
racy required a knowledge of the determining social factors of a community (Aronovici, 1916: 5). 
Leisure thus became connected to ideas of democracy, with the innovatory Pittsburgh Survey of 
1907, for example, arguing leisure to be an essential need of family life (Byington, 1910). A con-
temporaneous survey of Syracuse in 1911 reported leisure to be functioning as a ‘social agency for 
betterment’ with settlements, civic clubs for foreigners and playgrounds accessible to immigrants 
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all addressing the leisure needs of immigrant communities and integrating them in society (Harri-
son, 1912), a practice widely embedded in twenty-first century social policy. 
     In both Great Britain and the United States, sociology evolved from antecedent organizations, 
respectively the National Association for the Promotion for Social Science, founded in 1857 and 
the American Social Science Association, founded 1865. The British Sociological Association was 
founded in 1908, principally through the efforts of Victor Branford and Patrick Geddes. This, as 
Jennifer Platt (2003: 8) notes, led to the development of the Association as a forum for the promo-
tion of Geddes’ ideas. Although now largely neglected, Geddes was a major figure in early British 
sociology. Visiting Paris, he became familiar with Le Play's Place-Work-Folk formula and applied 
this to the urban renewal of Edinburgh (Meller, 2018). To Geddes, Le Play was the father of 'scien-
tific regionalism' (Branford and Geddes, 1917: 92).  With Victor Branford he promoted a biological 
explanation of human evolution, adhering to Le Play's insistence that the survey, as the basis for 
social planning, should proceed from the physical facts of place and environment to the human 
and social phenomena of work and people (Branford and Geddes 1917). Geddes claimed sociol-
ogy to be the underpinning theory of civics and the reform of urban living (Branford, 1921: vii); the 
city was the hinge upon which man turned from creature to creator (Branford and Geddes, 1917: 
126). However, his evolutionary beliefs were not compatible with the dominant social idealism of 
Thomas Hill Green and Bernard Bosanquet, which drew from Hegelian ideas of the state and Aris-
totle's ethical community and became a major formative influence on social work in Edwardian Brit-
ain (Snape, 2018).  Although Geddes' contribution to the development of sociology has been criti-
cized (Bulmer, 1985), he nevertheless established a model of town-planning to which the survey 
was pre-requisite. His survey of Dunfermline, undertaken for the Carnegie Trust, exemplified Le 
Play's approach. Unlike Booth, who documented the lived experience of poverty, Geddes believed 
a reformed leisure culture could be created through a built environment of cultural institutions and 
the encouragement of the arts by the well-educated (Geddes, 1904; 1911:588). In the Geddes sur-
vey, however, the working-classes remained remote and ill-defined and problems of leisure de-
scribed only in outline, reflected in his description of his survey of Edinburgh as civic rather than 
social (Geddes, 1904). Geddes' theories enjoyed a revival in the years immediately after the First 
World War, largely through Sybella Branford's promotion of civic societies for recreation and the 
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revival of city life (Branford, 1923).  However, as Lucy Hewitt (2012) has noted, civic societies were 
primarily concerned with the aesthetic quality of urban life. Geddes' sociology did not easily con-
nect to social work and while aiming to create a physical and cultural environment in which leisure 
could be commonly enjoyed, civic societies inherited the failed principles of rational recreation; 
without a proper understanding of working-class culture that might have been gained from a less 
evolutionary and more positivist survey, their efforts were necessarily limited.   
 
3. Social Work, Settlement Sociology and Leisure 
Sociology developed unevenly on an international basis (Wagner, 2001: 12). Unlike classical eco-
nomics, it embodied a protest against liberal laissez-faire and initially struggled to justify its claim to 
be a disciplinary field (Williams and Maclean, 2005). However, its concern with social justice, as 
Stephen Turner (2014) has argued, made it eminently suited as a theoretical framework for the ex-
panding practical field of social work. American sociology, though not connected to a socialist 
movement, was concerned with the effects of urban poverty and the assimilation of immigrants 
while in Britain a complex ideological environment of idealism, socialism and a reforming liberalism 
led to an emphasis on addressing the social and cultural inequalities of the class system, cultural 
democracy and the securing of a greater role for the state. The academic status of sociology also 
differed; in America its growth was boosted by its early adoption as a university-taught subject with 
the establishment of an independent Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago in 1892. 
Britain lagged behind with lectures in sociology at the London School of Economics and Political 
Science introduced only in 1903 and, beyond the two university conducted surveys of London and 
Liverpool, much survey work was undertaken by private organizations and amateurs (Platt, 1983: 
6-7).  Nevertheless, a commitment to social progress and equality of opportunity in leisure became 
a unifying theme of sociology in both countries, creating a need for relevant social data. The sys-
tematic social survey, according to John Gillin, Professor of Sociology at the University of Wiscon-
sin, dealt with objective phenomena and refuted contemporary allegations that sociology was un-
scientific (Gillin,1912). Through the reforming institutions of communes, settlements and councils 
of social service, surveys became the bedrock upon which scientifically informed social work distin-
guished itself from charitable philanthropy (Blasi, 2005).   
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     As community became the focus of social work, leisure gained significance as a public sphere 
in which minority and disadvantaged populations could be brought within a cohesive social whole. 
As a field of voluntary association it offered a platform for training in the social citizenship upon 
which a more democratic society depended and became important to the university teaching of so-
cial work in the early twentieth century. The University of Liverpool’s School of Social Science and 
Training for Social Work, for example, was connected to the Liverpool University Settlement 
(Snape, 2018; 46-7) and, from 1911, to the Liverpool Council of Voluntary Aid (Liverpool University 
Settlement, 1911). Theory and practice in social work were integrated through university teaching 
staff connected with the settlement, notably Elizabeth Macadam, Eleanor Rathbone, Fred Marquis 
and Fred D'Aeth, lecturer in social work who had helped establish the Liverpool Council of Volun-
tary Aid. Much of the work of the settlement's David Lewis Club involved the provision of leisure 
and the organization of recreational activities for children and leisure subsequently became a field 
of social research, producing both Marquis' (1912) study of leisure in Liverpool's slum district and 
D’Aeth’s (1914) work on the social organization of the large town, presented to the Sociological 
Society in 1913.  
     In America 'settlement sociology' similarly blended practice with theory (Addams, 1911). Hull 
House was instrumental to the establishment in 1908 of the Chicago School of Civics and Philan-
thropy, which provided practical and theoretical training for social work in leisure-related fields, no-
tably juvenile delinquency and children's play (University of Chicago Library, 2018). Settlements, 
according to Addams (1899), expressed their meaning through active intervention and the commu-
nity focus of social work generated interest in the relationship of class to leisure (Pedlar and Ha-
worth, 2006). Addams pioneered the social survey as a tool of social work and saw the potential of 
leisure as a field of social citizenship (Hegner, 1897), arguing for a greater allocation of leisure to 
working-class people to enable a more fulfilling life (Hull House, 1895).  With the University and the 
Illinois State Bureau of Labor, Addams assisted in the collection of statistical data on the condition 
of the poor and applied this 'scientific' knowledge to settlement work (Villadsen and Turner, 2016). 
Through "small but careful investigations" Hull House explored its immediate community and 
worked on larger leisure-related surveys, for example that of the social value of saloons in 1896 
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(Addams, 1911: 304). Its provision of playgrounds and the formation of a Juvenile Protective Asso-
ciation helped young people avoid delinquency and exploitation by commercial amusements and 
its South Park fieldhouses, opened in 1904 as the first municipal social and community recreation 
centres, marked an important stage in the growth of the recreation movement and of a sociology of 
leisure in America (Chicago Recreation Survey, 1937). Under Robert E. Park the teaching of soci-
ology at the University of Chicago maintained a commitment to social improvement through the 
study of the city’s socially deprived communities (Lannoy, 2004) and Park himself delivered a 
course on the social survey (Owens, 2012). Although a model schedule for the survey of leisure, 
based upon a University of Chicago doctoral dissertation, was published (Elmer,1914), the extent 
to which this was adopted has not yet been established. By 1914, social surveys of leisure in 
America had helped form an embryonic sociology of leisure grounded in social work. 
 
4. Leisure, Reconstruction and the Social Survey 1918-1939 
The twentieth century social survey has been described as a 'device for imagining the nation' (Sav-
age and Burrows, 2007: 885-899), and as leisure became part of social policy discourse, surveys 
increasingly focused on its potential contribution to community building and democratic citizenship 
in both Britain and America. The cultural shock of the First World War generated new thinking on 
leisure and social work. It was the function of sociology, as Ross Finney (1918) declared in the 
American Journal of Sociology, to apply itself to post-war social reconstruction. Reconstruction im-
plied a spiritual as well as a material rebuilding of society; in Bertrand Russell's terms it involved a 
unifying integration of individual and community life and a sense of wholeness (Russell, 1916: 
229).  After the War, social reconstruction was shaped by sociological theories of community, nota-
bly those of Robert MacIver, head of Political Science at the University of Toronto.  MacIver argued 
community to be the object of social science; in contrast to Geddes' biological community, it was a 
spiritual entity in which sociality and belonging were grounded in voluntary action and associations 
of social intercourse such as clubs, societies and church congregations (MacIver, 1920).  As a field 
of voluntary association leisure became sociologically understood to be functional to a self-sup-
porting community; it was, as Carol Aronovici (1919) argued, essential to an active, intelligent, pro-
gressive democratic state and uniquely suited to the voluntary association that MacIver argued to 
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be central to the formation of community. This functionalist view of leisure was highly influential on 
the development of the first phase of leisure studies in the nineteen-seventies and remains im-
portant in the contexts of community cohesion and social well-being. 
    It has been argued that sociology as a discipline declined in Britain between 1907 and 1950 
(Soffer, 1982). However, writing in 1933 a contemporary observer noted that much of the work of 
English social science departments would in America have been recognised as sociology, citing 
the example of Cecil Delisle Burns' work on citizenship at the University of Glasgow (Harper,1933). 
Burns published one of the most important sociological analyses of leisure of the inter-war period, 
arguing its importance to a civilized society and to social and cultural democracy (Burns, 1932). 
The practical implications of the use of leisure in community-building were mediated through the 
National Conference on the Leisure of the People, presented in Manchester in 1919 by the newly 
formed National Council of Social Service (NCSS). Attended by over four hundred delegates of 
voluntary and municipal organizations, the conference defined social service as a common effort 
towards social citizenship and community well-being (NCSS, 1920). Community consequently be-
came a focal interest of the social survey of leisure. Whereas Geddes and Branford emphasized 
topography and environment as shapers of cultural practice, inter-war surveys investigated peo-
ple’s everyday interactions with the social institutions of their neighbourhood and the extent to 
which active leisure contributed towards a corporate life. The New Survey of London Life and La-
bour, for example, identified social trends in Durkheim's terms of a social fact whose sociological 
explanation lay not in the individual but in external social forces beyond his or her control.  
Reconstruction connected the social sciences to social planning in pursuit of what Peter Wagner 
(2001: 45) terms as the social project of modernity. Leisure was a constituent element of this mo-
dernity. Local surveys of leisure were commissioned by the NCSS; that undertaken by the Liver-
pool Council of Voluntary Aid (1923) demonstrated active leisure, meaning the use of leisure time 
to support voluntary clubs and civic societies, to be socially functional to community building and 
social citizenship in the city. The Liverpool University Settlement's David Lewis club, for example, 
had a mixed membership of five hundred adults and provided a library, theatre, lectures, concerts 
and sports, notably football and cricket, while the Kirkdale Citizens’ Institute’s evenly divided mem-
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bership of six hundred men and women opened each evening with football, concerts, darts and bil-
liards. In America, similar medium-scale surveys of leisure identified problems that could be ad-
dressed through voluntary and municipal action, reflecting a growing recognition of leisure as a 
field of social welfare. A survey of Omaha in 1923, for example, recorded seventeen social centres 
organizing leisure through voluntary clubs, missions and settlements (Sullenger, 1924), while in 
Buffalo City a Recreation Survey, commissioned in 1921 by its Social Welfare Conference, led to 
the formation of the Buffalo Council of Social Agencies and a new co-ordination of community lei-
sure (Staff of the Buffalo City Planning Association, 1926).  To Weaver Pangburn, later Head of the 
National Recreation Association, such community organization of leisure embodied a rejection of 
puritanism for the enhancement of the social and aesthetic life of the community (Pangburn, 1922). 
     An emergent sociological interest in leisure in the inter-war period concerned the socio-psycho-
logical effects of mechanization. The widespread adoption of Taylor’s scientific management and 
Fordist production lines fundamentally changed the nature and organization of work and new tech-
nologies created new forms of passive leisure in the wireless and the cinema. As in the nineteenth 
century, cultural critics remained pessimistic about the implications of mechanization for western 
civilization (Leavis, 1930; Mumford, 1934: 303). Mechanization connected the sociology of leisure 
to the sociology of work. Ernest Lloyd, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Michigan, lik-
ened factory machinery to an ‘iron man,' depersonalizing work and undermining factory social rela-
tionships (Lloyd, 1919); in Britain too mechanical industrial production was associated with me-
chanical leisure (Burns, 1925: 98-104). To Henry Durant, the origins of the problem of leisure were 
industrialization and the capitalist system of mass production that had produced a ‘machinery of 
amusement’ which negated the meaning and purpose of social life (Durant,1938: 30-31). The dis-
ruptive effect of mechanization on customary leisure pursuits was adopted as the basis of 
Lundberg, Komarovsky and McInerny’s (1934:4) classic study of leisure, funded by Columbia Uni-
versity whose advisory committee included Robert MacIver and Robert Lynd. Social workers re-
garded commercial leisure provision with suspicion and encouraged active forms of leisure as an 
antidote to mass cultural production. Surveys of leisure consequently collected data on both the 
passive consumption of leisure and active leisure pursuits. Sports, dramatic societies, gardening, 
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dancing and adult education, were seen as desirable because, as the London School of Econom-
ics' New Survey of London Life and Labour (Smith, 1935) commented, they helped combat the 
threat of the 'dictatorship of opinion' feared by critics of the wireless and cinema. This survey ex-
plored the social and economic changes in the fifty years since Booth's survey and devoted its final 
volume to the use of leisure. Leisure implied social citizenship and self-development; to Hubert 
Llewellyn Smith, leader of the survey, it constituted a "vast' topic", involving such diverse subjects 
as meals, family life, hobbies, games and amusements, reading, classes and lectures, social, reli-
gious and political activities, holidays and excursions, clubs and social intercourse, drinking, gam-
bling and crime (Smith, 1929). This survey also used diary –keeping as a method of studying lei-
sure at the level of everyday life.  
 
5. Special Topic Surveys 
Long-term unemployment, the rise of fascism and fears of racial decline contributed to a sense of a 
crisis of civilization in the inter-war period (Overy, 2009), raising interest in the relationships be-
tween leisure, community cohesion and citizenship. The creation of community among removed 
populations became a widespread challenge in British towns as slum dwellers were re-located to 
new and often remote housing estates. Many estates were built without provision for leisure and 
lacked a public house, the customary centre of working-class social life. Leisure was consequently 
constructed as a form of social welfare in which the voluntary association necessary to community 
could be nurtured (Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, 1929). The National Council of Social Service 
encouraged the building of estate community centres as a public space for communal leisure and 
a meeting place for clubs and societies. The capacity of an estate to support a corporate life and 
organize its own leisure became a gauge of social cohesion and active citizenship. Surveys of new 
estates investigated the extent to which active leisure aided the formation of community; for exam-
ple, in its study of Liverpool's Norris Green estate the Social Survey of Merseyside recorded the 
enabling of public leisure through recreational facilities to develop a sense of shared identity 
amongst residents (Jones, 1934: 302).  However, Terence Young's survey of London County 
Council’s Becontree and Dagenham housing estates demonstrated that even where leisure 
bonded people together, this did not necessarily lead to a fully corporate community (Young, 
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1934). Becontree, a predominantly working-class estate on which 95% of the male population 
worked in manual occupations, did not have a community centre. Nevertheless, Young found sev-
eral voluntary leisure associations with a wide range of cultural and sport organizations formed by 
churches, especially for women and young people. However, only a small minority of those who 
volunteered to work for expressive leisure associations also volunteered to join instrumental volun-
tary organizations working for the common benefit of the whole estate. In her survey of the Watling 
estate Ruth Durant (1939) similarly found members of social, educational, sport and hobby groups 
tended to be interested only in these and unwilling to contribute to other functions in the Commu-
nity Centre. 
     The sociological relationship between work and leisure was challenged by long-term unemploy-
ment in both America and Britain, where it was commonly referred to as 'enforced leisure’. The 
British government feared the alienation of the unemployed as a separated community, financially 
excluded from normal patterns of leisure consumption and social companionship. Although the 
government aided the building of community service clubs, these were patronised by only a minor-
ity of the unemployed. The Pilgrim Trust's survey Men without Work investigated the extent to 
which active leisure enabled the unemployed to retain a sense of identity with their social commu-
nity (Pilgrim Trust, 1938). In areas with a previously high level of community cohesion and a diver-
sity of mutual and co-operative membership associations, the unemployed tended to remain en-
gaged in the social life of the community. By contrast, in areas with a paucity of collective voluntary 
associations, unemployment was marked by withdrawal and lower levels of active leisure. For ex-
ample, in the coal-mining area of the Rhondda Valley in South Wales, which had a strong tradition 
of voluntary leisure association in sports and social clubs, brass bands, working men’s institutes 
and clubs associated with non-conformist denominations, unemployed men continued to remain 
members of them, whereas in the poorest areas of Liverpool, the unemployed displayed a greater 
proclivity to become detached from general social clubs and to associate only with other unem-
ployed men in cellar clubs and billiards halls (Pilgrim Trust: 158). Together, the surveys of new es-
tates and of unemployment advanced the sociology of leisure by establishing its importance to cor-
porate identity and community cohesion. Connecting leisure to social capacity, they gave credence 
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to MacIver's argument that voluntary association in leisure was essential to community formation 
and social cohesion and anticipated the work of Bourdieu and Putnam on social capital. 
 
6. Social Anthropology and the Qualitative Survey of Leisure 
The surveys discussed above reflected an empirical and positivist sociology. However, sociology 
was also concerned with social relations that were not measureable (Bowley, 1915: 4) yet whose 
inter-connections required systematic analysis (Turner, 2014: 122). Sociology accommodated this 
by re-shaping itself as what Charles Camic (2007: 230) refers to as a science of culture rather than 
of nature, abandoning its dependence on the biological sciences for the embrace of culture in the 
wider sense of skills, customs, beliefs and economic, political and religious institutions. In the mid-
nineteen thirties social anthropology offered a new qualitative approach to the surveying of leisure. 
Like sociology, anthropology formed as a disciplinary field in the late nineteenth century, the first 
Chair in England being established at the University of Liverpool in 1908. By the close of the inter-
war period social anthropology had progressed beyond the study of remote communities to focus 
on “matter of fact problems of sociology” at home, studying social groups and institutions and 
adopting observation as its dominant method (Evans, 1951: 107).  The Lynds’ study of Middletown 
in America and Mass Observation’s Worktown project in Britain belong to this category of survey 
and reflect a further step in what Williams and Maclean (2005) describe as a shift from the descrip-
tive and un-coordinated surveys of the early twentieth century, when sociology lacked a central 
core, to the scientific and analytical model of the mid-century community study.  
     The Middletown study, conducted in Muncie, Indiana, claimed to be a functional study of the 
contemporary life of an American community and, like Rowntree's (1941) survey of York and the 
New Survey of London, sought to identify observable changing behaviour over the previous four 
decades (Lynd and Lynd,1929: 6).  To the Lynds, leisure offered a unique perspective on social 
continuity and change, revealing both the maintenance of customary practices and the adoption of 
new ones.  In contrast to contemporary assumptions that modern technology reduced sociability 
and leisure at the cost of friendship and social interaction, the Lynds found it to have compensatory 
factors; the radio, for example, was not necessarily passive enjoyment but was “rolling back the 
horizons of Middletown”, giving access at home to Philharmonic concerts and sermons (Lynd and 
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Lynd, 1929: 269-74).  Nevertheless, mechanical inventions "re-making leisure" were changing Mid-
dletown from a self-contained and self-supporting community to one shaped by external influ-
ences. Distinctions between work and leisure were also becoming blurred, a good example being 
the growth of the golf club as a space of both leisure and business (Lynd and Lynd, 1929: 311).  
      In Britain, Mass Observation, founded in 1937 by Tom Harrisson, Charles Madge and Humph-
rey Jennings, applied the techniques of social anthropology to everyday life (Madge and Harrisson, 
1937: 5). Harrisson, whose Savage Civilization (Harrisson, 1937) documented his immersive study 
of Malekula in the New Hebrides, was critical of statistical sociological methods and aimed instead 
to create a ‘science of ourselves’ by observing human behaviour. Mass Observation was essen-
tially a reforming movement with emancipatory aims, seeking to reveal the feelings and aspirations 
of ordinary people to politicians and intellectuals (Madge and Harrisson, 1939: 8-9). It also ex-
panded the sociological breadth of the social survey through Harrisson's rejection of the contempo-
rary statistical methodologies commonly found in sociological field investigations in favour of a cul-
tural model of survey. Its Worktown study adopted Bronislaw Malinowski's method of participant 
observation to investigate everyday working-class life in the Lancashire cotton town of Bolton, its 
use of untrained observers reflecting Harrisson's disdain for academic sociology's perceived de-
tachment from social reality (Madge and Harrisson, 1937: 10).  Harrisson was familiar with the Mid-
dletown study and like the Lynds understood the value of leisure as a field in which tensions be-
tween customary practices and the new leisure of mass consumption of the wireless and cinema 
could be studied. In 'Worktown', observers documented the consumption and production of leisure 
in everyday life, recording conversations and behaviour at sporting events and other public spaces, 
notably public houses. The pub was of particular interest to Harrisson as a site of communal lei-
sure through its sociability, sports and games leagues and its use as a venue for local clubs and 
societies. Anticipating de Certau’s theories of place and produced space he described the pub as 
the only building in Worktown where a man [sic] was a participator rather than a spectator (Mass 
Observation 1987: 17). To complement its observation methods, the Worktown study included sur-
veys of the consumption of leisure, notably the cinema (Sheridan and Richards, 1987) and All-in 
wrestling (Snape, 2013), while Humphrey Spender's documentary photographs presented sports 
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grounds, public houses and the seaside as leisure spaces activated by the people in them.  A uni-
fying theme of Middletown and Worktown was their emphasis on changes in culture and custom in 
leisure and the reflexive adaptability of ordinary people to construct their own leisure lives. 
 
 
7. Conclusion 
In both Britain and the United States social problems of leisure were associated with urbanization, 
social deprivation, the psycho-social effects of mechanized industrial production and the growth of 
mass mechanical forms of leisure. Throughout the period there was transatlantic correspondence, 
aided by visits, personal contacts, books and journals, which enabled the sharing of theory and 
practice in social work through leisure. Chicago's Hull House, for example, was modelled on Lon-
don's Toynbee Hall and knowledge of British social work was disseminated through Robert Archey 
Woods' (1891) review of English social movements. These interchanges of ideas and practice 
were of great influence on the surveying of leisure; the American survey movement drew from 
Booth’s work while Mass Observation’s Worktown study was inspired by the Lynd's Middletown 
survey. The sociological imagination of leisure, however, differed. Although in both countries soci-
ology was a practical response to poverty and a theoretical basis for social work, its status as a 
university-based academic discipline grew more quickly in America than in Britain. Much British so-
ciological discourse was thus conducted in social policy circles outside academia and was primar-
ily concerned with post-First World War social reconstruction and the building of a new society. 
This discourse was influenced by both Thomas Hill Green's social idealism, which had been a ma-
jor influence on the British settlement movement, and the Fabian socialism of the late -Victorian 
and Edwardian eras. Debate on leisure was influenced by William Morris and John Hobson who in 
various ways had argued a democratic leisure culture as a foundational element of a new demo-
cratic society (Snape, 2018). This would only be possible, it was thought, by the abolition of the lei-
sure class and the growth of a new leisure as the basis for a new kind of civilization (Tawney, 
1931; Burns, 1932.)  
     In America, recreation management became established as a field of professional practice 
much earlier than did leisure management in Britain and the leisure survey in America was more 
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typically a recreation survey to aid community planning. Theory and practice were sometimes inter-
wined through the involvement of university departments, as for example in the case of the Chi-
cago Recreation Survey (1937), conducted through the Department of Sociology and Anthropology 
at North Western University. American towns and cities planned for leisure and its management 
with the Neumeyer's Leisure and Recreation serving as a sociological text-book for recreation 
leadership in a changing society (Neumeyer and Neumeyer, 1938). In Britain university research, 
which included social surveys, might have informed professional practice but its policy impact was 
limited as state provision for leisure remained under-developed in both national and municipal gov-
ernment. After the Second World War sociological interest in leisure expanded and in the nineteen 
seventies the emergent field of leisure studies brought a degree of global consolidation to the soci-
ological study of leisure. It was only at this stage that British municipal provision for leisure became 
fully developed and professionalized. Recent decades, however, have seen a gradual distancing of 
leisure studies from the fields of leisure management and social work, and arguably a diminish-
ment of the symbiosis of sociological theory and practice which marked the early social surveying 
of leisure.  
     Writing in 1976, as leisure studies was coalescing as a subject field, Stanley Parker commented 
that the sociology of leisure was widely considered a joke, attributing this to its tardy development 
and the fact that leisure values and activities had generally been regarded as residual and rela-
tively unimportant. There is a deal of truth in this statement but it might also be argued that sociolo-
gists of leisure were not fully aware of the historical sociological recognition accorded to leisure 
and its social importance within the social sciences. While it may be debatable whether the histori-
cal discourse of leisure presented throughout this paper amounted to a fully-formed sociology of 
leisure, this comparative study of leisure in the social survey in Great Britain and the United States 
of America has nevertheless shown that modern and advanced sociological ideas of leisure were 
developed in the social sciences long before the birth of leisure studies and that far from being un-
important, leisure values and practice were a core theme of much sociological discussion and the 
subject of major social surveys in both Britain and America. The social survey was by no means 
the only contributory factor to the growth of a sociology of leisure, but it was an important one.  
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     The duration of the period covered by this paper inevitably necessitated brevity and much fur-
ther work is needed, not only to provide greater detail but also to explore post -Second World War 
developments leading to the official recognition of leisure as a sociological field. It would also be 
important to acknowledge the wider contributions to a sociology of leisure from other countries, no-
tably France. 
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